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			MARY MERLIN 

			in conversation with Bridie Raban

			If I was to be a teacher,I decided then and there that I would be a ‘good one’

			When I was just eight years old and had moved on from the  Infants’  Department at school, I realised that some teachers were very good, and some were not. 

			Learning poetry, tables and spelling was easy for me, but I observed others who found it difficult, being punished. Boys were even strapped by some teachers at the time. It was something I never saw at home, it shocked me. If I was to be a teacher, I decided then and there that I would become a good one.

			Mary Merlin OAM
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			Mary’s father, Charles Lewis, helped to clear the land at Red Cliffs for soldier settlements after World War I. He was allotted Block 26. He married Louisa Wallis from Seymour and together they raised their children; Mary, Judith and Richard (Dick). Born in 1926, Mary was the eldest, and was not an easy child to manage.

			She recounts, “I used to watch my father practising golf. I remember taking one of his precious golf clubs to the chook yard to try my skills with the eggs, which looked just like golf balls to me. I was about three or four at that stage”.

			Mary remembers falling into a pile of rubbish containing an old roll of barbed wire. She cut herself so badly that her parents wanted to take her to the doctor… it would have been very expensive! “I refused to go and threw a temper tantrum. There was blood everywhere, so my father bandaged my leg as best he could. I still have the scar!”…  Mary pulled down her slacks and showed it to me.

			Other exploits included the waste of valuable house water growing weeds in her mother’s much-loved garden, and throwing more tantrums when refusing to eat porridge. About the age of six, and the start of her schooling, it was evident that Mary needed glasses. Mary says she lost them often.

			At school she recalls, “I was told that you could make cigarettes from the cane used for basket-making. While I could not get them to light, I got into trouble for trying”.

			Mary was clearly destined to acquire all the skills needed to understand difficult and adventurous children!

			To relax at night, many families played cards by lamplight. Mary’s parents were also singers. “We had a piano which my mother played well. My sister Judith also learned to play and while I was hopeless, I learned songs at school and taught them to the rest of the family”. 

			“My family had a battery radio and we often listened to music. The battery had to be charged regularly, so we only listened for short periods and learned quickly what we heard. I still remember sitting close by the radio to hear Sir Hugh Roberton, a famous Scottish composer and choir master, and the Glasgow Orpheus Choir singing, “All in the April Evening”, and a child choir singing, “Nymphs and Shepherds”. Mary has a good memory.  

			My father was an avid reader. He regularly got the Bulletin with its bold red cover and Smith’s Weekly. Sometimes shopping would come home wrapped in a page or two of newspaper. If it was The Truth, it was deemed awful and forbidden to us children.

			After attending two Primary Schools in Red Cliffs, Mary attended St Joseph’s College in Mildura. “We had to ride bicycles to where we were picked up by a bus which took us to Mildura. At St. Joseph’s there was more homework, more study, and new subjects to learn. We had to wear uniforms, follow timetables and share textbooks. The nuns were excellent teachers. The strongest discipline was a nun’s disapproval”.

			At the end of 1940 Mary sat for a scholarship to Queen’s Anglican Grammar School, a boarding school in Ballarat. She won!  But Mary wasn’t happy there and didn’t fit in. Queens was a sports-centred school and Mary was an academic. 

			After two cold, sad years in Ballarat, her parents discovered Mooroolbeek, the Kindergarten Teacher Training College in Kew. Happily, this was to see Mary make the move.
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			Mooroolbeek House

			“While I was smart, I was younger than many of the other students. They were largely city girls from the élite schools of Melbourne … Melbourne Grammar, St Catherine’s, the Methodist Ladies College and the Presbyterian Ladies College. I was from the bush!”

			Although Mary was happy to move to a place where the teaching was “sensible and purposeful”, she quickly discovered that she was now in Melbourne with no friends and no family. “I was really a lost soul for a while, but the staff and the other students were kind and caring”. Life was busy and Mary soon settled.

			The boarding students at Mooroolbeek all slept on a long balcony looking across the Yarra River to the home of Archbishop Mannix – a very important place in the history of Victoria. “We students didn’t realise that then. We were much too busy with our own concerns”.

			“The principal of the Kindergarten Teachers’ College was Miss Paul, and she had a team of wonderful lecturers. They were so impressive because they taught what they practiced in their professional lives”. Dr A.E. Floyd was the organist and choirmaster from St. Paul’s Cathedral. “He lived and breathed music, and he enthused all the students.  Once he came to our class shuddering – ‘I was stuck behind a truck and its brakes squealed in E flat all the way up Victoria Street!’ On another occasion he picked up a piece of sheet music for a pop song ‘Broken Doll’, that someone had left on the piano. He held it in two fingers, looked at it back and front, wrinkled his nose and said disdainfully – ‘not very good value’.

			Later there was Mrs Alexander who had collected folk music from around the world, and June Epstein, an expert in children’s music”. 

			Mrs Edwards was a child psychologist from the Children’s Hospital. “She saw life from many different angles and encouraged us students to do the same”.

			Dr Mona Blanch and Dr Vera Scantlebury-Brown had practices in very different places. “They taught infant welfare nurses and us students as well. They encouraged us to look for early signs of poor eyesight or hearing, poor posture and poor comprehension”.

			Mary’s favourite was Miss Auriole Fraser. She was an expert in children’s literature. She taught what children, not what the ‘oldies’ prefer, how to choose and present books, what was worth keeping and why, how to adapt old stories and help children make new ones, and how to see a story in every situation.

			“There was also a handsome young carpenter who taught tools and maintenance skills, but it was pretty much a female institution”.

			Students were assigned to kindergartens around Melbourne… Collingwood, Carlton, Fitzroy, Carnegie, Richmond, Port Melbourne and North Melbourne. “In the mornings, as students we learned practical skills, observing and applying what was taught in the afternoon lectures. Our duties increased with our skills and experience.”

			“My pleasure was, and still is, teaching children that their voices are their first musical instrument, and a social and practical tool for getting on with others. Use it well, use it often and use it with care”.

			At that time, kindergartens came under the control of the Free Kindergarten Union of Victoria, mostly financed through the fund-raising of women on committees in the well-to-do suburbs of Melbourne.

			THE FKUV WAS ESTABLISHED IN 1908 TO UNITE ALL FREE KINDERGARTENS AND TO MAINTAIN HIGH STANDARDS OF SUPERVISION, WITH THE PROVISION OF TRAINED KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS DEEMED ESSENTIAL. JOHN SMYTH (PROFESSOR OF EDUCATION) AND ELLEN PYE (STATE EDUCATION DEPARTMENT) DEVELOPED A TRAINING COURSE THAT RELIED ON COOPERATION BETWEEN THE KINDERGARTEN TRAINING COLLEGE AND THE FKU. IN 1917 THE UNION WAS GRANTED REGISTRATION BY THE COUNCIL OF PUBLIC INSTRUCTION AS A TRAINING CENTRE FOR KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS. IN 1922, AS ENROLMENTS INCREASED, THE UNION MOVED TO PREMISES IN KEW.

			AUTONOMY WAS GRANTED TO THE TRAINING COLLEGE BY THE FKU IN 1964 AND IT BECAME THE KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS’ COLLEGE. THE INTRODUCTION OF TWO YEARS OF FREE KINDER HAD BOOSTED VICTORIAN PRESCHOOL ATTENDANCE TO ABOVE THE NATIONAL AVERAGE, CUT COSTS FOR FAMILIES AND PROMPTED A SCRAMBLE FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS AND EDUCATORS. THE FKU WAS AT THE FOREFRONT OF THE EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION MOVEMENT AND HAD A MAJOR ROLE IN INSTIGATING MANY SIGNIFICANT EARLY CHILDHOOD INITIATIVES INCLUDING THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE FIRST KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS COLLEGE (NOW PART OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE), IN ADDITION, THE FORMATION OF AN ASSOCIATION OF GRADUATES IN EARLY CHILHOOD STUDIES (AGECS) TOOK PLACE OVER 100 YEARS AGO AND CONTINUES TO SUPPORT EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS IN THE FIELD TODAY.

			Mary graduated in 1943 with much pomp and ceremony, gliding down the staircase in her white dress at Mooroolbeek House, with flowers, music and family.
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			The ‘Famous’ staircase at Mooroolbeek House

			Mildura, hundreds of miles away, was ‘another matter’. Mildura had a kindergarten run in Sunday School fashion by Kathleen Bowring-Kelly and supported by a group of local women. It is now 1944 and Mary is the first graduate kindergarten teacher to arrive in Mildura and not particularly welcome as a forerunner of change.

			Mary was also returning to significant changes on the home front. Her mother had died of a brain tumour during her time at Kew. In time, her father would marry once more and Mary  would become sister to five more siblings. Thankfully she would be blessed with a kind and loving stepmother.

			“On graduating, I was appointed to the Mildura Free Kindergarten, later to become the Kathleen Kelly Kindergarten, where I was not so gently urged to take over a two- and three-year-old group. The Mildura ladies continued to run the four and five-year-old group, and it was all very awkward”.

			Back in Melbourne, there was a growing movement among all those in kindergarten teaching to have some sort of standards enacted. It would be social training, not academic like the Education Department had for their schools, aimed at getting children ready for school. Mooroolbeek trained kindergarten teachers filled that role in Melbourne, but Mildura was a long way away. It was not so hard in Melbourne, where distances were not great and meetings easy.

			Mary was much younger than the other women and socially beneath them. Although fully qualified, Mary was only nominally in charge. No wonder they rarely spoke to Mary and used what equipment she had when it suited their older group of children. There was Mary, qualified but much younger than the women who wanted to run things their way and far from pleased that she would have been better placed to do the job.

			Eventually, government supervisors came from Melbourne. They observed, attended meetings, and made recommendations. Mary suspected that they quickly decided where Health Department money should be spent. Mary believes that the money talked.

			“While it was agreed that I would become more involved in the management of the kindergarten, my social situation did not improve. After the supervisors’ visit, the other staff just didn’t speak to me all day.” Win Fitzgerald, also from Mooroolbeek, followed Mary to Mildura but they were initially no kinder to her.

			Things did improve personally that year when Mary became engaged to marry. In 1949, Mary Lewis married Ron Merlin and moved to Red Cliffs where she started the town’s first kindergarten. Here she had to start from scratch, scrubbing out a dirty old hall, using whatever toys were given to them… books, blocks and drinking cups, a sandpit and a slide lent or given by parents.

			The local dentist, Jack Isaacs, and his nurse, Noreen Ovey, the hardware shop manager, Roy Geer and his wife Ivy, all helped. “It was fun, but it was a huge job!”
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			Mary and husband Ron

			“Just after World War 2, proper equipment was unheard of – but at least, I was welcomed!”

			Together with Margaret Pledge, they used hoses, Persil laundry powder and straw brooms to clear the old mess hall which had been transported from Lake Boga. It was to be their first building. They appealed for toys and the first ones were three tea chests of cast-off books, pencils, lego bricks, picture boards, toy animals and dolls. Their wooden blocks were cut by Risby’s timber manager, Roy Geer, while the kindergarten was given a hobby horse and a plank.
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			Mary reading a story with children at Red Cliffs
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			Margaret Pledge with the children at red cliffs

			Creative as these things were, the basic equipment and the program were in keeping with the standards adopted in Melbourne and everything that Mary had been taught.

			“Following my marriage, I was to make the move to Robinvale where Ron had taken-up a Soldier Settlers’ block. We were to live in a tin shed on Block 52B until our home was built. We were to greet our first baby, Louisa, a house telephone, and post box in the course of one week and life would cease to be organised from then on. Other children, Robert, Christopher and Michael would come in due course.”

			Louisa is now a qualified violin-maker and  is married to an Italian. She lives in Italy where she teaches conversational English. Louisa visits Mary each year, also her son who works in Melbourne.

			“My son Robert teaches sociology and politics at the local TAFE College while my son Christopher combines his hobby with his job running a car business. After 25 years as a nurse, Michael now trains nurses at Finders Medical Centre in Adelaide. Out of three generations of my family, thirteen of them have been teachers!”

			Ron developed the block and helped to set up the golf course. Mary, as a regular Anglican church goer, was asked to teach Religious Instruction at the state school in Robinvale as a volunteer. She took the opportunity to share with the students all the stories from the Bible, an activity she much enjoyed.
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			The Country Women’s Association had set up a welfare centre to help Aboriginal children and their families manage their lives. Eventually, Mary was asked to change the welfare centre into a kindergarten under the wing of the English charity – Save the Children Fund which sponsored and funded the kindergarten from the beginning. 

			With close interest, the daily attendance increased, and the program evolved. Everything was a matter of discussion before any change was made. The Aboriginal elders, or matriarchs as they were called in those days by Mary and others, had lots of input… suggestions, activities, adaptation of equipment, behaviour. No one family was dominant.
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			Sandy Whitelaw from SCF, South Australia and Dr Charles Castle came to visit

			“We had children from the migrant sector as well as Indigenous and European, but the program was slanted towards Aborigines. Many of the children were collected by bus, and there was a high attendance rate. The allotted number of children was twenty-four, but with visitors and relatives, we sometimes had up to forty children. As mothers and grandmothers were always welcome, the balance of adults to children present was right.”

			Alan Mann put together all the bicycles (although forbidden in many kindergartens). Mary’s husband made a swing that a dozen children could share, using a bed frame and discarded pipes. One mother’s sister worked in a clothing factory, and she gave them samples of fabric offcuts. They used a simple pattern for knickers and made dozens of pairs.
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			A trampoline was too dangerous, they were told, but a supervisor was to observe how useful it was for a crippled child, and they were able to use it, (well-governed for others). Ron Merlin installed posts to create an uneven walking path and form the edges of a sandpit. Blaz Markovic filled it with sand. They installed an old bright yellow Ferguson tractor in the playground.

			Mary reported to the SCF every month and her performance was assessed every year by some forty to fifty women who would provide an audience and observe her work with the children. These were the women who raised the money for the development of the kindergarten. The program followed the ideas of the Aboriginal community, and they owned it. There was a very good attendance record. Mary was allowed two untrained assistants, and though it was supposed that one would be European, in fact both were always Aboriginal, usually one young girl and an older woman.

			SAVE THE CHILDREN FUND AT THAT TIME WAS BASED IN ENGLAND AND HAD STARTED AS A CHARITABLE ORGANISATION AFTER WORLD WAR 1 TO ASSIST AND SUPPORT ALL THE CHILDREN IN EUROPE WHO HAD BEEN DISPLACED AND DISENFRANCHISED BY THE WAR AND NEEDED SUPPORT. NOW, SAVE THE CHILDREN IS ONE OF THE LARGEST AID AND DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES DEDICATED TO HELPING CHILDREN. THEY WORK HARD TO PROTECT CHILDREN FROM HARM AND HELP THEM ACCESS QUALITY EDUCATION AND HEALTH SERVICES. WITH MORE THAN 90 YEARS EXPERIENCE, THEY ARE AT THE FOREFRONT OF SAVING CHILDRENS LIVES WHEN DISASTERS STRIKE, AND CREATING LASTING CHANGE FOR CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILIES THROUGH THEIR LONG-TERM DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS. THEY HAVE PROGRAMS IN 33 COUNTRIES, INCLUDING AUSTRALIA. WITH THE GENEROSITY OF MORE THAN 100,000 AUSTRALIANS, CORPORATE PARTNERS, FOUNDATIONS, AND LOCAL, STATE AND FEDERAL AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENTS, THEY SUPPORT MILLIONS OF THE HARDEST-TO-REACH AND MOST VULNERABLE CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE AROUND THE WORLD.

			There were excursions and games and stories that needed no equipment with up to thirty-six children at times and lots of visitors. Dr Margaret Wilmot officially opened the kindergarten after two years. She was known to Mary as she had been a supervisor at Mooroolbeek House. 

			The kindergarten was not very well equipped as there was little to buy so soon after the war. “I had two assistants, an Aboriginal elder and a younger Aboriginal woman. My qualifications made it a proper kindergarten. The elders helped develop the daily program as we went along. Margaret Handy was the best cuddler in the business, and Maureen Murray managed the dress-ups and first aid. We all shared whatever jobs were to be done. All children were welcome”.
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			Mary with Margaret and Maureen

			“It was a three-year-old group, so mothers would stay a while with needy children. The numbers often exceeded the official numbers, but there were always mothers helping. I knew from many year’s experience that separating three-year-old children from their Aboriginal mums was just not on”.

			Once again, equipment was in short supply and slowly acquired. Mary and Margaret designed a climbing frame, and the pumping station made it and gave it to them as a present. Once again, they were dependent on the generosity of the community to provide their early equipment.

			Mary had a good library of children’s stories. Many were adapted to suit the children. They sang and danced and visiting pianists played for them. They made some dress-up clothes and the Op shop ladies kept an eye out for things that might suit them.

			“The kindergarten was treated like a big family, everyone belonged there, no one was excluded. The program followed the ideas of the Aboriginal community and they felt that they owned it, both the building and its activities. The attendance record was good and soon other children joined in”.

			New babies were often bathed at kindergarten, a joy for the children and an opportunity for new mothers to show off!  Visiting relatives came along as a wedding or a funeral brought extra families for a day or a month or more.

			Save the Children Fund provided a Kombi van, and some children were regularly collected from home. 
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			The children painted bark they found in the street, made little bush shelters in the sand, cooked johnny cakes, swapped clothes and made cubbies.

			Mary remembers a time when there was an amount of advertising for Mitsubishi Motors. As a car went zooming past the kindergarten one day, one of the boys looking out of the window, pointed, saying “That musta bin Mr Bishi.” “You’ve been watching too much TV!” Mary said.

			A requirement of the SCF financial support required Mary to keep weekly records of her work and the children’s progress. In March 1976 Mary notes;	

			“We must watch some of the boys who are being aggressive and disruptive. Continue to encourage block play in every way possible. The wild boys who want to throw sand and blocks may be encouraged to use balls and beanbags”.

			Seven months later, Mary’s notes reflect the progress these children had made…

			“The children seem to be suddenly older. They can sit still properly for stories, hardly any tears these days. They take turns with puzzles, know that prams and bikes may not be taken outside, even if the gate is left open. We’ve had no wet pants in ages, and they can manage the dressing ups themselves. Now that that stage has been reached we’ll try fingerpainting this week, and let them have the bikes out a bit more often”.

			The Director of the four-five-year-old kindergarten was a good friend, and there was plenty of visiting. Families were not separated. Rhonda Gorman, at the other kindergarten and Mary chivvied an especially apt Aboriginal girl who was good with the children to complete a full training as a kindergarten teacher, with lots of help with her written work!

			As the Save the Children Fund withdrew, the kindergarten was taken over by the Government Health Department and an Indigenous Community agency. It has finally become a Day Care Centre with more buildings and staff changes, but still with an Aboriginal focus.

			Save the Children Fund and the Aboriginal elders combined to successfully nominate Mary for an Order of Australia Medal. 
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			Save The Children fund also awarded Mary a Meritorious Service Medal

			During her time at the kindergarten, Mary had four children of her own, worked at church and heard reading at school, cared for trees at the cemetery, and did various other community jobs. 

			Since retiring from the kindergarten, she has served as a volunteer, hearing reading at Saint Mary’s School and the State School in Robinvale. Unfortunately, Mary had a stroke some years ago, then a heart attack in 2022. Since then, now ninety-eight years old, Mary resides at the Riverside Hostel in Robinvale where families in the community still keep in touch and visit her regularly. Besides the award of the Order of Australia Medal, Mary also has a room named after her at the Robinvale Library (The Merlin Room). ‘Miss Lewis’, as Mary was called, also has a street named after her!

			Bridie Raban was the Inaugural Mooroolbeek Chair of Early Childhood Studies at the University of Melbourne and is a Council Member of the Association of Graduates in Early Childhood Studies. Mary also belongs to this Association. Bridie was presented with a table by the Association, the table legs were saved from the staircase at Mooroolbeek House. Bridie continues to be a close friend and admirer of Mary Merlin.
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